'I read the film texts against the grain of normative culture, as well as against each other, to demonstrate that the films do not present a monolithic discourse. The film texts are also read in conjunction with "star texts," a salient aspect of film culture in India and a site where public and private narratives coalesce in revealing ways. Through this layered reading it is possible to piece together a history of the social text.' Through an analysis of various films, the author finds shifting paradigms in the portrayal of women that include a breaking of taboos regarding explicit sexual scenes, a shift from the 'woman as victim' subgenre in the early 1970s to the emergence of an anti-patriarchal stance and the avenging woman of the 1980s (coinciding with the vamp figure being replaced by an alluring heroine), to the revival of romance against a backdrop of economic liberalization in the 1990s.
I gained a great deal from the book. Though there are certainly alternative readings that can apply to an interpretation of popular cinema, and one may question the relatively small sampling of films which are analysed to develop such a broad study, The three editors of Women Filmmakers: Refocusing have done a remarkable job of gathering material about the state of women's feature and documentary filmmaking in the world outside the borders of the United States, providing film historical background, and reminding the reader of the stakes and parameters of the feminist film theory that launched many women as filmmakers. The book is the final product of a multi-tiered examination of what has become of women in the cinema since the birth of counter-cinema in the 1970s. The event that inspired the book was a conference held in Canada in March of 1999, to which filmmakers and scholars were invited to talk about European feature film and postcolonial and documentary film. Although the organizers and editors, along with most of the writers, approach film through literature and women's studies, they intended to cross boundaries between disciplines, countries, theory and practice, and the university and the community.
The editors clearly state that their interest lies in the work of directors rather than in individual films, although the book contains several excellent essays about films such as Sally Potter's The Tango Lesson (Columpar) and Lina Wertmuller's Seven Beauties (Deleas). The book is divided into eight sections, each one of which is both cohesive and part of the larger picture. The first sixty pages of the book offer an efficient introduction to the entire text, with E. Ann Kaplan launching the book by summarizing the place of women in film history and setting forth the book's key question about whether race and class have eclipsed gender as the predominant contemporary issue in film studies. Kaplan also introduces the issue of essentialism, rejecting the notion that only women can make feminist films. (One wonders if the book's editors agree, since all but three of the book's more than thirty authors are women.) This first section includes the book's only chapter about the avant-garde, which is useful, although it investigates only the well-known Germaine Dulac and Maya Deren and not the hundreds of women working with experimental cinema in the US and elsewhere who have received minimal critical attention. The introduction is rounded out by an amusing essay by Catherine Fowler called 'Cinefeminism in Its Middle Ages' which reminds readers that certain issues crucial to feminist theory involving the gaze are ever less interesting to filmmakers including Rainer, Potter, or Akerman in the postmenopausal period of their lives.
The second and third sections of the book focus on European directors of feature films whose work is both feminist and popular. Through interviews and descriptive essays about working conditions, the book brings the reader up to date with the careers of directors such as Helma Sanders Brahms, Margarethe von Trotta, and Agnieszka Holland, who were inspired first by Laura Mulvey's challenge to make counter-cinema in her influential 1975 essay 'Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.' The fourth section broadens the terrain by situating both recognized and a number of lesser-known filmmakers in particular political and geographical contexts, such as Poland, Germany, and France, with solid historical information. The second half of the book extends the project beyond Europe to introduce the reader to filmmakers working in Kenya, Malaysia, Argentina, China, and India, as well as women from the Magreb working in France, Afrikaans women, and Latin American women in Canada. The final section discusses the work of Canadian filmmakers working in both Québécois and First Nations traditions. This second half of the book is especially valuable because it covers cinemas that are, for the most part, little known in the field of film studies.
Women Filmmakers: Refocusing is useful for film researchers, students, and general readers as well as those working in women's and cultural studies. The balance between academic discourse and practical experience, as well as between theory, history, and analysis, will serve all readers, as will the solid scholarly apparatus in the form of footnotes and filmographies. The only weakness is the book's bibliography, which is so broad and unfocused as to be ineffectual. The editors conclude by asking whether the gender of the gaze and the camera-work continue to matter and if women The period coming up on the millennial year 2000 and since has seen the proliferation of books dealing with apocalyptic themes. Now, theology professor John Martens offers an interpretive study of 'apocalyptic thought' and a clutch of contemporary films. Martens begins his attempt to size up these movies with a condensed three-chapter account of canonical and noncanonical biblical Judeo-Christian apocalyptic texts. He then proceeds, over six subsequent chapters, to discuss selected films sorted into six categories: 'traditional apocalypses,' 'alien apocalypses,' 'post-apocalyptic dystopias,' and a grab-bag of 'technological, futuristic and natural apocalypses.' There are considerable problems, beyond even the well-known interdisciplinary one of ever fitting analysis of films to theology, facing a critic with Martens's loaded agenda. His book does not meet them adequately and in fact compounds them because he tries to match the films to an account of the apocalyptic texts in their original context rather than taking account of the peculiar cultural career they have had.
We know by reading them that these thundering texts take themselves in earnest. But who reads them with the level of seriousness that the West recognizes in the Prophets, the Gospels, Exodus, and the Letters of St Paul as indeed central to its civilization? A conservative position among biblical and theological scholars takes it that apocalyptic writings manifest a falling off from the heights of ethical monotheism achieved by the Prophets and that the phantasmagoria of the Revelation of St John is a bit grotesque when read beside the Gospel of St John. Subsequently, we know that an increasingly normative Christianity deployed its hermeneutics to finesse even the canonical apocalyptic texts into 'eschatology,' as in Augustine's classic The City of God.
Apocalyptic tendencies, then, became not central but marginal. They find favour mainly among the more raving evangelicals, the more leathery heavy-metal rock bands, the science-fiction and horror fantasists from which much popular cinema derives, and some Republicans lately prominent in Washington. A theologian who prefers assertion over explanation, Martens neglects to offer an account of his supposed centrality over two thousand years and resorts to the catch-all term 'myth' as if apocalypse were in the same cozy category as an Jungian archetype to assert that films which replay apocalyptic scenarios tap into our collective
